
Disaster Mental Health:
Taking Care of Yourself and Supporting Those Around You

Following a disaster, people are likely to experience a number of mental health reactions.  
 It is important to remember that these reactions are understandable, expected reactions to 
incredibly difficult, abnormal circumstances.  It does not mean that you are weak, broken, 
or sick.  While more severe and ongoing reactions can occur, in the early days following a 
disaster, most reactions, while highly distressing, will change and fade over time. 
 
No two people will react in the same way. Symptoms might occur in multiple realms:  
emotional, cognitive, behavioral and physical.  Some examples include:

Coping with Distress 
There are several things that you can do to take care of yourself and help you feel better  
when the symptoms get bad.

Emotional Reactions Cognitive Reactions Behavioral Reactions Physical Reactions

Fear and anxiety Memory problems Restlessness Nausea or G/I distress

Sadness and grief Difficulty concentrating 
or focusing Agitation and irritability Muscle tremors, shaking, 

or sweating

Guilt or shame Racing thoughts Interpersonal difficulties Elevated heartbeat or 
blood pressure

Anger Sense of disbelief
Jumpiness or a 

heightened startle 
response

Fatigue and exhaustion

Numbing  Feeling confused or 
disoriented

Avoiding reminders of  
the disaster Sleep disturbance

Emotional dysregulation Difficulty communicating 
or expressing oneself



Find ways to access a sense of safety & calm:  
During a disaster, people are in survival mode (“fight, flight or freeze”).  This is an important 
reaction that allows us to do what we need to do to keep ourselves safe.  However, once the 
actual threat is over, staying stuck in survival mode can start to cause us problems. In other 
words, even when we ARE safe, we might not FEEL safe, and it is hard to start the recovery 
process when we don’t feel as if the threat is over. 

Breathe.  Move your body. 
We can use our breath and our bodies to communicate back to our brain that the threat is 
over. Breathing and movement can help us return to our natural resting state.  Being, and 
staying in, this resting state will allow us to more easily start the recovery process.  Don’t know 
where to start?  A quick internet search will give you lots of options for breathing exercises, 
guided imagery, progressive muscle relaxation and other strategies.  Or, start by taking a walk.  
What you do is less important than finding something that works for you, and doing it.

Find (or create) a calm environment. 
Disasters leave behind chaos, and your body will respond to that chaos.  Consider what you 
find soothing, and do what you can to create a soothing environment for yourself, even in small 
ways. Examples: listen to some calming music in your earbuds or light a scented candle

Avoid too much (social) media.
While it is tempting to continually watch the news or scroll through social media following 
a disaster, doing so can unintentionally keep us in survival mode.  The more we continually 
re-expose ourselves to the disaster, the longer our bodies will try to stay prepared to help us 
survive it.  Try picking just one trusted source of news or information, and then set a limit for 
how many times a day you will check it.  In between those times, give your brain and body a 
break from the bad news.

Prioritize. Make a plan for managing what you can, and coping with what you can’t. 
Disasters leave behind an overwhelming number of decisions.  Putting too much pressure on 
yourself to get it all done will likely only increase your distress. It may be helpful to make a 
written list, and prioritize it by starting by what feels both urgent and doable.  It can also be 
helpful to sort the list in terms of things you will have control over and things you won’t.  When 
you don’t have control over something, trying to control it will not only be unsuccessful, but 
will likely make you feel worse.  Instead, try making a plan for coping with the uncontrollable 
things when they happen.
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Stay connected.  
While it is sometimes common for people to want to isolate themselves following a disaster, 
we know that staying connected to other people is an important aspect of recovery.   There is 
no one right way to do this.  Whatever allows someone to feel comfortable is ok.  Some ideas 
include: 

Talk to someone.  
Sharing what you are feeling, or what you have experienced, or even just talking about 
something unrelated to the disaster, can be a very important part of the healing process.  
Remember that crying and laughing are both good for recovery!

Be with others.  
Even if you aren’t ready to talk about what you have experienced, being with other people 
often helps restore a sense of safety and calm.  Sometimes it can be helpful to connect with 
others who have been through something similar. 

Not ready for people? 
What else might help you feel grounded or connected?  Some people benefit from interacting 
with a pet.  Others find comfort in being in nature.  Anything that helps you feel grounded and 
connected is valuable.

Get Additional Help. 
 If at any point you don’t feel able to managing 
your reactions on your own, help is available.  
While it might not feel this way at times, there 
is strength in asking for help.  You can start with 
the Disaster Distress Helpline a national hotline 
dedicated to providing year-round disaster 
crisis counseling. This multilingual crisis support 
service is available 24/7 to all residents in the 
U.S. and its territories who are experiencing 
emotional distress related to natural or human-
caused disasters. 
You can call or text 1-800-985-5990.

unitedsurvivorsrelief.org


